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NASA'S RESPONSES TO COMMENTS FROM U.S. EPA AND DTSC 
ON THE DRAFT FINAL RECORD OF DECISION 
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August 8, 2002 
 
United States Environmental Protection Agency 
Region IX 
75 Hawthorne Street 
San Francisco, CA 94105 
 
 
NASA’s Response to EPA’s Request for Modification to the Record of Decision for 
Operable Unit 2 at NASA-JPL 
 
Dear Mr. Ripperda 
 
The National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has evaluated the modifications 
requested by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and prepared responses 
(see attached table).  Soil vapor extraction (SVE) is an EPA presumptive remedy for remediation 
of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) in soil1 and the best available technology for VOC 
removal at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL).  As such, NASA has established 
performance objectives rather than numeric cleanup standards to utilize SVE to an economic and 
technical limit of feasibility appropriate for the site.  NASA’s goal is to utilize SVE as a tool to 
optimize cost effectiveness of the entire site remediation process.  The flexibility provided by 
performance objectives, as opposed to numeric cleanup standards, is necessary for making wise 
remediation decisions at NASA-JPL. 
 
The EPA made four major points in the cover letter to the requested Operable Unit 2 Record of 
Decision (ROD) modifications.  NASA’s response to each is provided as follows: 
 
EPA Point No. 1. EPA believes that the soil vapor extraction system is an interim action with the 
ultimate goal being the final remediation of the groundwater aquifer. 
NASA’s Response. While NASA agrees that the purpose of SVE is to expedite and improve 
cost-effectiveness of groundwater remediation (i.e., removing VOCs from the vadose zone via 
SVE prevents having to treat the chemicals after they have migrated to groundwater), NASA 
considers SVE the remedy for Operable Unit 2. 
 
EPA Point No. 2. The remedial goal of this action should be reevaluated once a final 
groundwater remediation goal has been selected in the future Record of Decision for OUs 1/3.  At 
that time, final cleanup standards for the vadose zone should be established. 
NASA’s Response.  As stated in NASA’s response to EPA Point No. 1, the remediation 
objective in implementing a vadose zone remedy was to expedite and improve cost-effectiveness 
of the groundwater remediation process.  Based on this objective, NASA established performance 
objectives for the SVE system, which better reflect the intent of the remedy (as opposed to 
developing numerical cleanup standards).  The performance objectives ensure that the SVE 
system is operated only as long as it is cost-effective in achieving the remediation objective and 
apply as follows: 

                                                 
1 United States Environmental Protection Agency.  1993.  Presumptive Remedies: Site Characterization 
and Technology Selection for CERCLA Sites with Volatile Organic Compounds in Soils.  Quick Reference 
Fact Sheet.  Office of Emergency and Remedial Rsponse, EPA 540-93/048.  September. 



� Performance Objective No. 1 – Protectiveness of groundwater is based on fate and 
transport modeling.  This objective limits the use of cleanup standards since the 
standards would vary spatially (e.g., the cleanup goals would be different for VOCs 
located 20 feet above the water table than for those located 120 feet above the water 
table). 

� Performance Objectives No. 2 and No. 3 – SVE system performance typically follows an 
asymptotic decline in concentrations.  If cleanup standards are below the asymptote, the 
SVE system is likely not to be cost-effective once asymptotic conditions are achieved.  
NASA needs the flexibility to stop operation when the additional cost of continuing to 
operate the SVE system is not anticipated to significantly increase the cost of the 
groundwater remedy.  This determination will be dependent on performance of both the 
soil and groundwater remedies and will vary with time.  

 
EPA Point No. 3. A reevaluation [of vadose zone cleanup goals] will ensure that the SVE system 
can achieve standards that will be selected for groundwater, or that the system will run to a 
technical or economic limit of feasibility. 
NASA Response. It is not practical to make the connection of attainment of groundwater 
standards and implementation of a vadose zone remedy, since SVE is not a groundwater 
remediation technology.  In addition, the performance objectives documented in the ROD for 
Operable Unit 2 provide the framework necessary to run the system to its technical or economic 
limit of feasibility at NASA-JPL. 
 
EPA Point No. 4. Final vadose zone remediation goals should not be determined until the final 
groundwater ROD is signed. 
NASA Response. NASA intends to complete a final ROD for each operable unit.   
Please feel free to contact me if you would like to discuss these items further.   
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Peter Robles, Jr. 
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